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Abstract: This paper attempts to answer the question of how the battle for public opinion 
regarding the Vietnam War unfolded on the campus of Whitworth College in Spokane, 
Washington. Specifically, this paper examines the eleven-year period, from 1962 to 1973 by 
primarily using The Whitworthian, Whitworth University’s student led newspaper and 
conducting several oral interviews.  Twenty-two different articles written by students and staff 
illustrate the growing support for the antiwar movement as well as the staunch support for the 
war that persisted for its entire duration.  The paper examines the way in which Whitworth 




























 The history of the Vietnam war is a complex series of interconnected stories, events, and 
people. Over the course of a decade, the war forever changed not only the landscape of Vietnam, 
but of America as well. For the first time, people began to question why the United States was in 
a war halfway around the globe in some small Asian country that seemed to have no relevance to 
domestic life at home. The frigid edges of the Cold War had begun to thaw, incrementally to be 
sure, but thaw nonetheless and the actions of the United States government began to be called 
into question. As they body count rose, so too did the draft calls to replace those who had fallen 
in the jungles and rice paddies of Vietnam. And yet the leaders of the free world continued to 
claim victory over an enemy that refused to fight head on, an enemy that took the rules of 
warfare and the lessons learned from World War II and tore them asunder. An enemy that was 
willing to pay a price of blood, sweat, and tears so high that no major superpower could 
seemingly understand, nor be willing to match. The perfect storm created by these events 
unleashed another war. The war for public opinion, one that the United States government would 
eventually lose. Key to this antiwar movement, were the young men and women who comprised 
the rank and file. College students of all ages joined the demonstrations against the war across 
the nation. However, for one to understand the antiwar movement on college campuses, one 
must look at a college campus. The story of Whitworth University is best captured within The 
Whitworthian, the campus newspaper. Originally, the Vietnam War was nothing more than a 
simple policy issue that was debated between students and faculty across many pieces published 
in The Whitworthian. However, as the timeline progressed, there is a distinct shift in the tone and 
approach to the war. Support for the war stayed high amongst many students throughout the 
duration of the war, rooted in a firm belief to the commitment that America held to stopping 




antiwar movement and plenty of pieces that show that not all students were reconciled to the 
fighting in Vietnam. Examination of The Whitworthian reveals a deeper story about the division 
on campus. Whitworth’s story is interesting because on balance with state schools, Whitworth 
would be considered a more conservative college with an explicit Presbyterian denomination and 
thus ties to the Christian tradition, adding further complexity to the conversations that were 
taking place before, during, and after the war. 
 To understand the timeline of the impact of the war on Whitworth’s campus, we must 
start at the beginning, a few years before American ground troops had been committed to 
Vietnam. This starting point brings to light the strong anticommunist beliefs of The 
Whitworthian but also the students on campus. In the editorial comment of the April 27, 1962 
edition, Sharon Gustafson details the inherent danger of communism as it continues to invade 
college campuses, attempting to bring attention to the fact that “The Communists realize the 
power of students and how they have helped topple governments around the world.”1 This 
continued trend of anticommunist pieces continues in a piece on the Cuban missile crisis in a 
later edition “When our security is in jeopardy, then it is our right…to protect it by all means. If 
it means war, it is a price we must pay.”2 Like many during the early years of the Vietnam war, 
students wrestled with the same questions regarding foreign policy. To this point, America had 
been providing economic and military advisers to South Vietnam to aid the South in the war 
against the Vietcong. However, this middle of the road strategy was not getting the expected 
results as the South Vietnamese troops continually failed to stop the Vietcong despite the 
presence of American advisers and technology. The United States needed something to make an 
impact against the Vietcong. Similar sentiment was echoed at home “America has made a stand 




war.”3 Despite President Kennedy’s advisers calling for either a massive escalation or possibly a 
withdrawal, he continued to maintain the middle road strategy for the rest of his time as 
President. President Johnson would continue this line of reasoning during his time in office until 
he finally committed American combat troops in 1965. 
 Despite the strong support for the war on campus, there were voices that stood out against 
the war. Though this would not be in the immediate time, it would later coincide much closer 
with the national antiwar movement. However, the University did bring outside voices to the 
conversation. For example, they brought in Dr. Giovanni Costigan who had “been accused on 
several occasions of being a sympathizer of the Communist cause,”4 to speak on the Vietnam 
war and on “An Evaluation of the Role of Party Politics in Major U.S. Policies.”5 And while it 
was expected to bring major controversy to the campus, there was also a questioning stance by 
students as to whether or not one should judge someone who opposed the war by what they say 
rather than by what they are labeled “Just because the rabid right labels him a Communist 
sympathizer doesn’t prove he is one. Why don’t you judge him for yourself.”6 Further added to 
this conversation was discussion about the draft. Draft calls to fill the ranks of the military had 
begun in 1964 questions about reforming the draft system arose soon after. Similar sentiments 
were echoed in the lead up to the 1964 Presidential election, with students calling for then 
Ambassador to South Vietnam Henry Cabot Lodge to return and seek the Republican nomination 
because he “may be receptive to a draft movement.”7 However, the war in Vietnam remained 
largely out of the larger conversation up to this point. Military intervention had stayed at advisers 
and air support only, with the Johnson administration continuing to stay with the middle road 




Vietnam continued to swell, with America becoming more involved up to the point of combat 
troops being sent in March of 1965. 
 As the U.S. build up in Vietnam continued, the conflict began to force its way into the 
conversation of those on campus. It brought with it hard questions as the remnant feelings of the 
Cuban Missile Crisis still lingered in the minds of students and adults alike, with the question 
being raised, “Are the Caribbean beaches or the Oriental rice paddies the right place to take a 
final stand?”8 It is also important to note, that the government was still claiming that progress 
was being made against the Vietcong and the North Vietnamese army, but even this was 
questioned by students on campus “We may not be losing the war in Vietnam, there seems no 
way of winning it.”9 It was also not lost on students, that the government of South Vietnam was 
anything but stable, with six revolutions having taken place by February of 1965 after the death 
of President Diem. This also permeated the conversation and feelings on campus as it directly 
connected to the war effort “The internal stabilization of South Vietnam…is essential for the 
strength of the nation to fight the Communist Viet Congs.”10 And as combat troops were 
deployed, some argued that the escalation, which had been occurring for some time and in some 
respects was nothing more than a precursor to combat troops being deployed, was not a surprise. 
Rather “we had no choice about escalating the war in Southeast Asia,”11 according to Rev. 
Daniel Lyons, a former professor of sociology and social economics at Gonzaga University. It 
was not so much a surprise to some that America escalated her involvement in the war but rather 
“that we waited so long to do it.”12 And yet despite the conviction for the war effort, there were 
voices calling for a deeper understanding of the conflict in Vietnam as well. Eerily similar 
mistakes were being made at the civilian level that mirrored those at the level of the White 




fighting. Yet this fact was not lost on students at Whitworth as seen in a response to Rev. Lyons. 
“Father Lyons deserves applause for his conviction…But his Vietnam study lacks a depth 
account of Vietnam problems-its complexity and consequence.”13 The complexities of Vietnam 
were not completely ignored by students at Whitworth despite their convictions about the war. 
And this plays a key role in understanding the minute shifts in response to the war over the 
course of the decade. Rather than simply seeing the conflict in Vietnam as simply a last bastion 
against the communist invasion of southeast Asia, there was a deeper understanding that the war 
had complexities beyond the surface level arguments for American escalation into the war. 
 As questions about the war grew nationwide, so too did they arise on the campus of 
Whitworth. The antiwar movement had already begun to take shape prior to the involvement of 
U.S. combat troops in early 1965, though it would become a major force across the nation as the 
war dragged on. Competing views had already been established on campus. One in support of 
the war, and one against. In a debate article published by The Whiworthian, the two opposing 
views and, in some ways fundamentally different, ideologies are expressed by two different 
students. On the one hand, the conviction for the war is still rooted in fear that the “communist 
movement [is making] a concerted effort to engulf the world in Communism…[and] to encircle 
the U.S. and strangle it with a noose of Communist satellites.”14 This was a major prevailing 
belief for those who supported, both across the nation and on university campuses, the war effort 
before and after combat troops were sent to Vietnam. On the other hand, those who became 
opposed to the war, along with the antiwar movement, began to question the reason that the US 
had become involved in the war in the first place, worrying that “isn’t it possible to forget the 
limits of our military power in relation to this situation of Civil War, and isn’t it possible to lose 




the effects of the Korean War were still in the minds of government officials prior to the major 
escalation of the Vietnam War. And in some respects, the Korean War and its aftermath played a 
role in the way that the Vietnam War was seen by antiwar activists. There were many similar 
similarities between the Korean and Vietnam wars as well as warnings from Korean students at 
Whitworth “Excessive interference does more harm than good…attempts to control those people 
is not so good.”16 The antiwar movement at Whitworth and around the nation had plenty of 
examples from the Korean War to look to as to what the Vietnam War could and in some ways 
would become in later years. And The Whitworthian was an important voice for all involved in 
the antiwar movement “it is their right under our democratic system, but it should be our 
responsibility to listen, for in their concern and involvement they may have something to say.”17 
 As the war continued, so too did the changing attitudes and involvement of Whitworth 
students regarding the war. Perhaps the most poignant comes at the beginning of 1967 when 
Executive Editor Ross Anderson penned his editorial note for the first edition of the new year 
calling all students to be more “involved in the questions of the Viet Nam war…now is the time 
to express your support or opposition to the war.”18 This was the first call to action for 
Whitworth students to take a stance on the war. It was also the first time that The Whitworthian 
advocated that students take charge of the events happening around them and, in some essence, 
spurred them to move beyond the pages of the paper. There had been plenty of talk and 
discussion on campus and within the pages of the paper itself, but this was an encouragement for 
students to act upon their beliefs and stand by what they believed. In April of 1967, eight 
Whitworth students joined the San Francisco Mobilization March to end the war in Vietnam.19 
The march was more than just a simple demonstration for some of the students such as Barbra 




went to the march not out of protest but to learn.20 Despite the growing sentiment for the antiwar 
movement, support for the war remained high at Whitworth, in a poll conducted by The 
Whitworthian in November of 1967, 310 students said that they were behind the war while 148 
were not,21 a 68% approval rating of the war. 355 students said that the U.S.’s military presence 
in Vietnam could be justified while 168 said that it could not be justified,22 another 68% of the 
students that responded were in favor of the war. 
 Despite the numbers showing that there was support for the Vietnam War on the 
Whitworth campus, there was still ever-growing concern that those who supported the war might 
be wrong and that perhaps the antiwar movement held more water than some were willing to 
believe, as Dave Hooper articulated in his editor’s note “It’s sad that these “pro-war” people 
should feel so secure in their beliefs. There is much evidence to indicate that they should not be 
so confident.”23 Another growing section of the antiwar movement were those who fell into the 
category of a conscientious objector, often on religious grounds, who “are not motivated by a 
political but rather by a humanistic philosophy.”24 Added to this is the editorial of Dr. Ronald R. 
Short, who gives light to the fact that many of the supporters of the war simply do so because it 
is what has to be done rather looking for the complexities and understanding that some people 
“believe that dissent is more likely to bring out the real underlying issues and reasons, because 
dissent provides a check against military strategists who easily translate political and moral 
questions into questions of technique….”25 The support for the war was eroding quickly and 
Executive Editor Dave Hooper followed up on his earlier editor’s note in which he expressed 
some support for the war, by publishing a new note three months later detailing that “Evidence 
seems to pile up every day that the involvement of American military forces in Vietnam will 




movement, and the growing antiwar movement on campus, there was still a conservative base 
that would continue to show support for the war and for Nixon after he came into office and 
through his impeachment process, despite a negative view of entering the middle eastern 
conflict, with only 24% of those polled wanting to impeach Nixon, and only 20% of sophomores, 
juniors, and seniors registered support for military intervention in the middle east.27 Even after 
the removal of U.S. combat troops and the official peace treaty, many still believed in the 
Vietnam war and the reasons for which the United States became involved, while many others at 
Whitworth believed that the Vietnam war had been a mistake. 
 There are no easy answers to the Vietnam war, and there are no easy answers to the 
question of what caused some students to remain steadfast in their support for the war over the 
course of a decade, and what cause other students to question American involvement in southeast 
Asia. And despite all the recorded history, answers may continue to elude us for many years to 
come. However, it can be certain, that by using The Whitworthian one can see the shift of views 
on the Whitworth campus from firmly in support of the war, to a closer approximation of the 
nation with regards to the antiwar movement. Though in the end, the conservative viewpoint is 
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